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A Hanks Family Tree
A CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF DR. BARTON'S HANKS LINEAGE

The maternal ancestry of Abraham

Lincoln has been—and still is—the

despair of genealogists. There have

been four Hanks family trees which

have more or less influenced all other

attempts to trace the lineage of the

Hanks family, from which group

came the mother of the President.

These efforts are known by the name
of their sponsors: Herndon, Vawter,

Hitchcock, and Barton.

Apparently it has been necessary

in most instances for succeeding

Hanks genealogists to attempt to dis-

credit to a large extent the work of

their predecessors. Both Mrs. Vaw-
ter and Mrs. Hitchcock felt that Mr.

Herndon had made some serious

mistakes in his deductions from
statements made by Dennis Hanks,

and time has proven much of their

criticism was just. Dr. Barton made
many unbecoming remarks about the

effort of Mrs. Hitchcock to solve the

Hanks puzzle, and time has proven

that much of his criticism was unjust.

If The Lincoln Kinsman is to spon-

sor the planting of still another

Hanks family tree or to graft some
sprouts onto a parent growth already

well rooted, in fact, it may find it

necessary to make some observations

about the tree set out by Dr. Barton.

This tree seems to be thriving now,

largely because of the fact that it

shelters the traditional birthplace of

Nancy Hanks in West Virginia.

Before too much prominence is

given the birthplace project and be-

fore relatives of Lincoln's mother at-

tempt to identify their own family

branches reaching out from the

Hanks genealogical tree sponsored

by Dr. Barton, they should not fail

to make some observations about the

strange and unnatural growth of this

tree. From this remark the reader

will observe that The Kinsman also

feels that it may be necessary to di-

rect its criticism towards its prede-

cessor, if its own effort as a tree sur-

geon is to be justified.

The book published by Dr. W. E.

Barton under the title The Lineage of

Lincoln has been accepted by many
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historians as an authoritative source

for any fact relating to the maternal

ancestry of the President. It was Dr.

Barton's conclusion that paved the

way for the development in Mineral

County, West Virginia, of a project

which has attempted to locate the

birthplace of Abraham Lincoln's

mother on Mike's Run in that county.

The lineage of Lincoln's mother as

revealed in the publication by Dr.

Barton is traced through six genera-

tions as follows:

I Thomas Hanks

II William Hanks

III John Hanks

IV Joseph Hanks

V Lucy Hanks

VI Nancy Hanks

In testing the validity of the rela-

tionship of the six individuals

comprising the framework of the

Hanks family tree, it may be con-

venient to cite the number of the page

in Dr. Barton's book where the ref-

erence in question may be found.

I Thomas Hanks

Dr. Barton came to the conclusion

that the first American progenitor

of Abraham Lincoln was a man

named Thomas Hanks. His method

of reasoning which finally brought

him to this conclusion is illustrated

by his approach to what appeared to

be three separate characters bearing

that name, each spelling the name

slightly different.

a. Thomas Hanks, Cromwell's

Soldier

When Dr. Barton was in England

in 1928, he states that he constantly

encountered a tradition that Thomas

Hanks served with distinction as a

soldier under Cromwell, (p. 143).

Whether this Thomas was young or

old, single or married, the tradition

does not make clear. Just what Hanks

did to distinguish himself or what be-

came of him after his capture could

not be learned. There are no specific

dates associated with him or his en-

terprises, (p. 145).

b. Thomas Hanckes, Malmesbury

Taxpayer

One of Dr. Barton's assistants in

London found a tax list on which

there appeared the name of Thomas
Hanckes who was a resident of

Malmesbury in 1642. His name, the

place of residence, and the fact that

he was taxed are all that is known
about him. (p. 152).

c. Thomas Hancks, Virginia Tenant

There appears in the early records

of Lancaster County, Virginia, a be-

quest to a Thomas Hancks dated

September 27, 1653, and the follow-

ing year his name is listed as tith-

able. There are seven land patents

granted to Thomas Hancks between

the years 1653 and 1674 for land

lying in New Kent and Gloucester

Counties, (p. 308). There is no

record available which allows us to

estimate his age. Where he was

born and where he lived previous to

1653 is unknown, and where he lived

after 1674 is likewise unknown.

There is no proof that he was mar-

ried or, if married, that there were

children.

Dr. Barton's nominee for the first

American Hanks progenitor of Lin-

coln's mother happens to be a com-

posite of the Cromwell Thomas
Hanks, the Malmesbury Thomas
Hanckes, and the Virginia Thomas
Hancks. Although Dr. Barton had

no dates for birth, marriage, or death

for any one of these three Hankses,
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although he had no evidence that any

one of these was married or that any

one of the three was the father of

any children, and although he had

no proof that either of the first two

mentioned ever came to America, he

did conclude that all three of these

Thomases were in reality one and

the same man and that this "Thomas
Hanks" was the first American Hanks
forebear of President Lincoln, (p.

152).

II William Hanks

The second Hanks named by Dr.

Barton in his genealogy is William.

He lived in Richmond County, Vir-

ginia, where he acquired 100 acres

of land in 1678. His wife was named
Sarah, and although they had at

least three sons, the birth date of

but one of them, William, is known.

He was born February 7, 1679, and

was probably the oldest child. His

two brothers were named Luke and

John. (p. 167).

Dr. Barton drew this conclusion

with respect to the relationship of

Thomas and William: "As the name
of Thomas Hanks disappeared (1674)

the name of William Hanks, young
and newly married, appeared just

across the river . . . Apparently Wil-

liam Hanks was the only surviving

son of Thomas Hanks." (p. 166).

Again, as in the case of the three

Thomases, it is a matter of pure as-

sumption for Dr. Barton to associate

Thomas Hanks of New Kent and

Gloucester County, where his last

land acquisitions were made, with a

William Hanks of Richmond County.

The distance between the land hold-

ing of Thomas and William, which

Dr. Barton calls "just across the

river," was at least thirty miles.

Dr. Barton admitted that Thomas
Hanks built up a large estate and

then commented, "We should greatly

like to know what became of him
and his land." (p. 164). It should

not be difficult to find what became
of his land if William Hanks, Sr.,

was the only surviving son as alleged

by Dr. Barton, (p. 166) yet none of

the Thomas Hanks landed estate is

found in the possession of William
Hanks. It may also be observed that

William named no one of his three

sons Thomas. It does not appear
from the duly authorized records

that there is one shred of evidence

that James and William Hanks were
father and son.

Ill John Hanks

The birth date of John Hanks is

not known, but we know that he

married a woman whose first name
was Katherine, and their first child

was born March 8, 1715. The last

of their nine children was born on

December 2, 1734. (p. 173). It ap-

pears that this John Hanks, as stated

by Dr. Barton, was a son of the above-

mentioned William and his wife

Sarah, as they lived in the same
community and the ages seem to be

in conjunction. John was still living

on March 7, 1739, but probably died

the following year.

His widow died before February

1, 1779, and her son Joseph on this

day filed papers for administrating

her estate. On December 23, 1782,

he filed a notice that there were

seven people entitled to the balance

of the estate.

IV Joseph Hanks

Joseph Hanks in the Barton gene-

alogy of the Hanks family is another

composite character very much like
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Thomas Hanks. There are three Jo-

seph Hankses living at the time we

have records of them in territories

now located in three different states,

Virginia, West Virginia, and Ken-

tucky.

a. Joseph of Richmond County,

Virginia.

John and Katherine Hanks had a

son named Joseph, their sixth child,

who was born December 20, 1725.

(p. 302). It is likely that this is the

same Joseph who married Ann Lee

and who was living in Richmond
County in 1771. The date of their

marriage is not known, but it ap-

pears from the will of William Lee

that Joseph Hanks married Lee's

daughter before 1764. The birth

record of but one child, Betty, is re-

corded. She was born on March 4,

1771. (p. 301). This Joseph Hanks
very likely was administrator for his

mother's estate, serving in this ca-

pacity from 1779 to 1782. (p. 187).

b. Joseph of Hampshire County,

Virginia (now Mineral County,

West Virginia).

There was a Joseph Hanks, a resi-

dent of Hampshire County, who was

listed as a tithable in 1782 and whose

family consisted of eleven white

persons including himself. He mort-

gaged the farm he owned on March

9, 1784, and the mortgage was fore-

closed in six months, (p. 187).

Nothing whatever is known about

this family, not even whether or not

Joseph's wife was living or how
many of the children were boys and

how many were girls. There is no

record of Joseph's birth, his mar-

riage, the name of his wife, where

he came from to Hampshire County,

or where he went when he left.

c. Joseph of Nelson County,

Kentucky.

The Joseph Hanks who was un-

doubtedly related to Lincoln's moth-

er purchased land on Rolling Fork

in Nelson County, Kentucky, on

February 28, 1787. His wife's name
was ''Nannie," and his will made on

January 8, 1793, named eight chil-

dren, (p. 187). He specifically

stated in his will that after his wife's

death the estate was to be equally

divided "among all my children,"

certainly implying he had named
them all in the several bequests in

which he had mentioned each by

name, yet Dr. Barton avers that "he

also had an additional child, his

eldest daughter named Lucy." (p.

187). Joseph Hanks' will was pro-

bated on May 14, 1793, so he was

dead prior to this time. The dates
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of the births of his children are not

known.

The Joseph of Richmond County,

the Joseph of Hampshire County,

and the Joseph of Nelson County are,

in the opinion of Dr. Barton, all one

and the same person and the grand-

father of Nancy Hanks, mother of

the President.

We know the birth date of but one

of these three Josephs, and he was

born on December 20, 1725. We
know the names of the wives of two,

one being Ann and the other "Nan-

nie," possibly a nickname for the

same name. One Joseph had one

known child, and there may have

been others; another had nine or

ten, exact number unknown; and

the third had eight. No names of

children of one of these Josephs are

available; the name of but one

daughter of another is known; while

the names of all eight of the third

Joseph are listed.

The places of residence of these

three Josephs were widely separated,

being in Virginia, West Virginia, and

Kentucky as already stated. The last

date associated with a Joseph in Vir-

ginia, the period of residence in West

Virginia, and the earliest date of ar-

rival in Kentucky cover an interval

of only seven years. There seems to

be the possibility of the overlapping

of the Richmond and Hampshire

County residences. No definite times

of departure and arrival at the vari-

ous places are available in any de-

gree of accuracy.

While it must be accepted that the

Joseph Hanks of Nelson County,

Kentucky, is apparently one of the

ancestors of Abraham Lincoln, it is

far from being established that he

lived originally in either Hampshire

County or Richmond County.

There are two other men by the

name of Joseph Hanks, contemporary

with the three already mentioned,

who must not be overlooked, and it

appears as if one of them would

more likely be the Joseph Hanks of

Hampshire than either the Richmond

or Nelson County nominees. Adja-

cent to the old Hampshire County

line across the Potomac and in Penn-

sylvania was Bedford County, where

a Joseph Hanks purchased land in

1793. There were a large number of

Hankses in Pennsylvania who came

from Maryland.

Up to the time Dr. Barton asso-

ciated the Joseph Hanks of Hamp-
shire County with the Joseph Hanks

of Nelson County, basing his claim

on nothing more than a similarity

of their two names, there was never

a tradition that the forebear of Abra-

ham Lincoln had lived in Hampshire

County, to say nothing of Lincoln's

mother having been born there.

There is also another Joseph

Hanks who lived in Amelia County,

Virginia, which is more likely to be

found in the ancestral line of the

President than the Hampshire Coun-

ty candidate. Dr. Barton emphatic-

ally denies that there was a Joseph

Hanks in Amelia County, claiming

that Richard and James were the

only two Hankses who moved from

Richmond County there and that

they were the cousins of the Joseph

in Richmond. Certified copies of

deeds, however, prove that there was

a Joseph and an Abraham Hanks

who located adjacent to each other in

Amelia County as early as 1750. In-

asmuch as there were other migra-

tions of Hankses from Richmond to

Amelia County, as Dr. Barton ad-

mits, andf there was a Joseph who did

mio;rate from Richmond County to
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some other point, it would seem

much more logical that he would go

to Amelia with his relatives than to

far off Hampshire County where he

is not known to have had any rela-

tives. Yet it cannot be proven that

the Hampshire and Amelia Josephs

are one and the same man, any more
than it can be established that the

Richmond and Hampshire Hankses

are one and the same family.

With these two additional Josephs

added, it can be easily seen how one

might be mistaken in concluding

that because a man was named Jo-

seph Hanks in one state, and another

had that name in a second state, and

still another in a third state that they

would be one and the same person.

It is a fact that there is not a single

document in existence that directly

associates these three different Jo-

seph Hankses which Dr. Barton ac-

cepted as one and the same person.

V Lucy Hanks

The person Dr. Barton introduces

as the representative of the fifth gen-

eration of American Hankses is a

woman whom he designates as Miss

Lucy Hanks and whom he claims had

an illegitimate child named Nancy
Hanks, who became the mother of

the President, (p. 212). There was

a Lucy Hanks living in Mercer Coun-

ty, Kentucky, in 1790, and she mar-

ried Henry Sparrow on April 30 of

that year.

Dr. Barton's primary reason, and

practically the only one, for claim-

ing that Lucy was a daughter of Jo-

seph Hanks is a statement made by

Dennis Hanks, a grandson of Joseph,

who claimed there were four Hanks
sisters. As far as is known, that is

the one testimony which brings Lucy
into the Joseph Hanks family as his

own daughter. Even Dennis Hanks
flatly denied that Lucy Hanks was un-

married when Nancy was born, re-

marking about the child whom he

thought should be called SparroAv,

"If you call her Hanks, you make
her a base-born child which is not

true." (p. 221).

What do the public records have

to say about the children of Joseph

Hanks? There is no necessity to rely

on family tradition as far as this

question is concerned. Joseph Hanks

made his will on Januai-y 8, 1793.

He named his wife and his eight liv-

ing children, five sons and three

daughters, as his benefactors. After

specific gifts for his wife and each

child, he added a further bequest,

"Item, I give and bequeath unto my
wife Nanny all and singular my
whole estate during her life, after-

ward to be equally divided between

all of my children." Would any

court in settling this estate conclude

that there were other living children

not already named?
The three daughters named in the

will were Elizabeth, Polly, and

Nancy, and all three are accounted

for. There is no Lucy named in the

will or on any other documents bear-

ing the signature of a member of the

Hanks family. Dr. Barton claims

that her name did not appear on the

will because her father had probably

disowned her for wayward acts in

her early days. He states she was liv-

ing in his family in Hampshire

County, Virginia, where he claims

Nancy was born, but when the fam-

ily moved to Kentucky apparently

there was no place for Lucy and her

baby, so she resided in another

county.

Three years before Joseph Hanks

made his will, Lucy married Henry
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Sparrow, and by the time the will

was made there was a child born to

Henry and Lucy. Even Dr. Barton

states that "Lucy Hanks in all the

years of her married life, read her

Bible and lived virtuously and well

and brought up her large family in

honesty and piety, two of her sons,

James and Henry, being ministers of

the Gospel." (p. 233). Yet Dr. Bar-

ton would have us believe that even

after she had been the virtuous wife

of a good man for three years, her

father was still so angry with her

that he disowned her and refused to

mention her in his will.

Over against the testimony of Den-

nis Hanks, who was evidently con-

fused about this alleged sister who

was most likely a sister-in-law, is

the unanimous testimony of the

Sparrow family into which Lucy

married. They claimed, according to

Dr. Barton who interviewed many of

them, that Lucy was a widow when
Henry Sparrow married her. This is

also the unanimous testimony of the

Shipley family, who know without

question of a doubt that the mother

of Nancy Hanks was a Lucy Shipley

who first married a Hanks and after

his death married Henry Sparrow.

The editor of The Lincoln Kins-

man has long believed that Lucy
Hanks was a widow. Although ac-

cused of having an optical illusion

about a certain writing which he still

believes was original, he maintains

that the preponderance of evidence

is on the side of the Shipley parent-

age of Lucy. She was a Miss Lucy
Shipley before marriage to Mr.

Hanks, presumably James, is the con-

clusion of those best informed on the

maternal ancestry of Lincoln's moth-

er. If this viewpoint can be main-

tained, there is no place in the Hanks

family tree for a Shipley except as

the wife of a Hanks.

VI Nancy Hanks

There can be no mistake about

Abraham Lincoln being the second

child and first son of Nancy Hanks

who married Thomas Lincoln on

June 12, 1806. Dr. Barton suggests

that the President probably did not

know his mother's birthday, (p. 236)

.

We might go one step further and

say he might not have been certain

about the year his mother was born.

She died when he was but nine years

of age, there was no early recording

of her birth, and memory might not

have been able to recall the exact

year. There is some evidence that he

slipped up on his father's age about

two years, according to public

records.

The chief fact that Dr. Barton em-

phasizes about Nancy Hanks is that

she was an illegitimate child, and at

one time he inferred she might be

the daughter of George Washington.

It was the George Washington tradi-

tion that was accepted by the West

Virginia commission which located

the birthplace of Nancy Hanks in

Hampshire County, Virginia, now
Mineral County, West Virginia. Any
emphasis placed on Mineral County

as the birthplace of the President's

mother must accept as part and par-

cel of the whole story the ridiculous

George Washington tradition.

TJie Lincoln Kinsman will have no

quarrel with those who still accept

the old statement of William Hern-

don, who claims that Lincoln told

him his mother was the child of

Lucy Hanks and a well-bred Virginia

farmer. It will be remembered that

Herndon at one time also thought

that Lincoln was illejiitimate.
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Summary

It does not appear from the evi-

dence available that too mucli de-

pendence should be placed on the

accuracy of the Hanks family tree as

presented by Dr. Barton in his Line-

age of Lincoln. A brief summary of

the factual evidence fails to support

the various transitions from one gen-

eration to another.

I Thomas Hanks has no connec-

tion whatever with any other Hanks
in England or America as far as

public records reveal. There were sev-

eral Thomas Hankses on the public

records in England contemporary with

the Thomas noted on the Malmesbury
tax report. Undoubtedly there were

many more contemporary Thomas
Hankses in England whose names have

not been discovered. No document is

available which connects the Thomas
in America with any certain Thomas
in England. Likewise there is no docu-

ment that directly or indirectly con-

nects the Thomas Hanks of Virginia

with any other Hanks in America. Dr.

Barton fails completely to connect the

Hankses of England and America and

also to name the first American Hanks
progenitor of President Lincoln.

n William Hanks comes into the

picture, because the early date of his

appearance in the public records

makes him available as a prospect.

It is stated that Thomas Hanks was

a large landowner, but William, his

alleged only son, apparently inherited

no land. There is no record that con-

nects William with Thomas.

HI John Hanks was probably the

son of William, although John is a

common name even among the

Hankses, and there might have been

more than one John Hanks in Rich-

mond County. It does appear from the

records of Richmond County now
available that the father and son rela-

tionship of William (II) and John
(III) could be established by official

documents.

IV Joseph Hanks in Richmond
County was undoubtedly the son of

a John Hanks of the same county,

but to associate the Richmond Joseph

with either the Hampshire County

Joseph or the Nelson County Joseph

is asking too much. Joseph of Nel-

son may have a rightful place in the

Hanks lineage, but according to the

traditions of his descendants he came
to Kentucky from the Amelia County

community in Virginia, or the Roan-

oke River country as they called it.

V Lucy Hanks apparently has no

place in a Hanks genealogy as she

was most certainly not the daughter

of a Joseph Hanks. There must be sub-

stituted for her a man by the name of

Hanks, father of the President's

mother, if duly authorized records

may be found to support such a sub-

stitution. We are reasonably sure of

the fact that Lucy Hanks' maiden

name was Shipley.

VT Nancy Hanks is the only mem-
ber of Barton's Hanks family tree who
can be accepted without any question

as a Hanks forebear of President Lin-

coln. Her father is most often men-

tioned as James Hanks and her grand-

father as Joseph Hanks who came

from the Roanoke River country in

Virginia to Nelson County, Kentucky.

The Lincoln Kinsman would advise

members of the Hanks family to post-

pone grafting their family branches

upon the Hanks family tree as sub-

mitted in The Lineage of Lincoln by

Dr. W. E. Barton, until there is more

documentary proof of its durability.
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